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‘?he emergence 6f-thé upper-level institution on the imeiican
“college sEene represente an attempt to modify and restructure the -
‘;traditéénal American four-year baccélaureate that is worthy of
‘inve;tigation. "An upper-level inst%tﬁtidn is one which 6£fers

course work at only the junior, senior, and in some cases post-

. - graduate leveis.  In the past fifteen years, apéfoximately v
twenty?five upéérfleéél institutidns‘With éurfeﬁt-combined enroll-
ﬁentg of some ?SiDOO studegﬁs havé been created. Although eleven'
states have ﬁpper—level inétitutioné,'ﬁwostaiéé,—- Texas and
Florida -- lead £he natiog in the number of such instituéioné as

. wgil as t%e total number of stﬁdents served.

M |7 . , 4

y : . :
LThe‘University of Hoggéon System is a system of four'campuses,
two of w@}ch are-upper~ievel*institutioﬁs: the Qniversity of
}'Héuston at Clear Lake dity‘and'the Upiversity of Houston Victoria
/Campus. For the past one and one-half years, the U.H, Systeﬁ |
office has cénéucted a national study of upper-level institutions,

seeking to examine the unique philosophical and operational‘con- o

BT siderations that guide these colleges. The purpose of the study

C - ' oy




is two-fold: (1) To make a contribution to the'research litera-~

é
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ture in higher education on the subject of’'a new institutional
type, and (2) To assist the University of Houston System in its
vlanning efforts for a third upper-level campus”to be'located in

the northern Houston area. :
w.
\
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The study has consisted,of two™separate phdses. Initially,
a comprehensive set of questionnaires.was distributed to all of

the upper level 1nst1tut10ns in the United States. This cuestion—
naire addressed such 1ssues as the creatlon, plannlng, and openlng
o~

of the institution; the nature of the relatlonshlps w1th area two-~

year colleges, partlcularly regardlng artlculatlon of academlc

programs, the demographic comp051tlon of the student body w1th the -

resultlng spec1al need for various student services; the academic
mission and programmatic offerlngs of the Ainstitution; and flnally,

budgetary and flnanc1al con51deratlons A response\rate of over
N - .
seventy- flve percent was reallzed thus’ lendlng credibility to the

-

;study The second phase, which is currently undersway, has consisted

of sxte visits to upper level -institutions for the purpcse of
clarifying 1mpre331ons and obtalnlng‘addltlonal first-hand "informa-

tion on campus dperations. As of this time, eleven institutions
in eiéht states aaﬁe been'visim%iﬁi . _ ' ) ‘
The purpose cé this paper is to offer somedinitial observat$Onsf‘
on‘the epr;eﬁt status of‘upper~1evel institutions. It should te L
viewed notfas a fiaalcr'cenclusive documeﬁt, but grather as an i3
opportunity tobegin\to grystalize some thoughts'about tte,uppef-
[ : A .
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lgyel movement. ,

It is appropriate to Begin with an examination of certain
demographic characteristics of the student bodies of upper-ievel
iﬁstitutions. Various informal descriptive accounts of upper-level
student bodies have typically used the follow;ng words:‘ oldef,
married, employéd, evening, part-time, and commuting. The curfenﬁ
study . sought to gather spec1f1c data to verlfy the accuracy of

s ww— “a
theée'cescrlptors And, indeed, 1nformatlon from twenty-one insti-
tutions for the acédemic.year 1977-73 coﬁfirmed,this profile of tﬁe

.upper—level.studedt body. The medianifull*timé/part«timg distribu-

tion was thirty-two percent full-time and sixty~eight 'percent part-

time. Only cone quarter of the campuses had residentigl facilities,

|

aﬁq of t&osc, only an average of fourteen percent” of the students
lived on campus. The median age was thirty-one, and the median
number of semester credit hcdrs per student was eight. Finally,
the-median percentage emcloyed was eighty-seven percent. Today,
two years later, there is reason to believe that these data have

not substantially changed.

Several observations can be made from this student profile.

of the upper- leve! student body is its dbmmutlng nature. Commonly

- "

hq}d views ab@u; the negatlve impact of a commuting student body

It appearigfo the author that the most critical chgracteristic

\cn the 1ntellectual llfe of a campus, the less than full ~time
, T ¢
commitment of the commuting student, and the diminished opportumity

R



for some important socialization experiences for the commuting
student all seem to be clearly applicable to the upper-level
institution. Much of the criticism voiced'cy administratots and
faculty regarding the quality of the academic experience available
to students at upper-level institutions is.in actuality more au
indictment of the shortcomings of commuter institut;ons than it
'is a statementr on the shortcoﬁings of upper-level institutions.

Recent interviews with these administrators and faculty on several

i

upper -level campuses attest to the stréngth of their deSLre to
: A

either build or expand reSLdentlal fac111t1es at thelr institutions,,
~.

although due to financial or political conistraints, the prospects
R Y
o in- most cases are quite bleak. A second ‘important notign to be

,derlved from the data on. upper level student badies concerns the

. seriousness of purpose of upper—level students. Whereas one X

typically finds consi&erable indecisiveness by freshmen and sopho—e !

mores on such matters as choice of major and choice of career as
. N '

\ .
4 well as vacillation in level of motivation, the upper~le§el student

kY

brinqiggo the institution a clearer sense of purpose and a greater
£ self—dlrected‘behaV10r. The fial characterlstlc worthy

degree ¥

of_mention concernsethe place-bound nature of the upper-level
. . i [y
student body. For all practlcal purposes, the ovefwhelmlng pro—

portlon of students at these 1nst1tutlons reside in the communities
\r

.

lmmedlately surroundlng the school In most cases, only a very

-
L

small minority of the student hody relocate frg% dlstant areasb

A
The size of the pOOulatlon of the reglen surround;ng the institu-
tion is therefore a critical measure of the future potentlal growth

of the school, and bodes ill for those‘upper—level institutioﬁs
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that are situated in small urban areas.

/ :

Moving to/ another topic, uoper-level‘knstitutions are currently
I -

-experlenCLng enrollment shortfalls not at all dlssim;lar to those
faced by oth7 institutions of hlgher educatlon. Partlally because
they are nej/ upper level 1nst1tut;ons are relatlvely small. Totad

headcount i? 18977-78 ranged from two hundred (West Qahu College of

~ <
‘-6
K e :

the Un1ver7 ty of‘Hawaii) to elevén thousand (Florida International
» ,‘ Un;versxtyb, although the median headcount flgure was only two

thousand ytudents. In most instances, the actual current enrollment
8
tlgpre f?&ls con51derably short of earller prOjectlons of enrollment

i e T % ~ a- v ¢

growth /However, these earlier pro;ectlons were usually cast w1th
‘/

. an éye %oharq/the political neceSSLty of arguing for the,Creatxon

and suﬁ%eqhena\fundlng of these campuses and did not always reflect
: /
rlgorous forecastlng techniques., In any event, most upper-level

1nst1gutlons have not vet reacﬁed a pdint of "crltlcal mass" in

N terms of either student headcount or®* student FTE an& as’ such have

4

not been able to realize any 31gn1f1cant economies of scale. Add&t

I

tlonally, sxnce most upper- level institutions are gubllc and are

1n/states that use enrollment ~driven formula- fundlng systems, they
have suffered the consequences of state  appropriations that are

lqwer than originally anticxpateo " In this reSpect, the upper—

- level institution does not dlﬁfer from other colleges and  universi-
ties experiencing enrollment losses. ;RW L /
- / //‘ . o

SN o : - ~ s

. 'As was stated earlier, the upper-level .institutions that cur-
. ‘ S , .

! K/ / ¢ -, . :

| rently exist in the United States are all relatively new. The
oo /J> ‘ S ‘ B
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oidest is Florida Atlantic ﬁniversity which began in 1964, and the
neweét is West Oahu @bllege which.qpened in}i976.2 Despite their

brief histories, upper—lgvel institd@ions in many instances appear
’t0¢hage experienced two discernible phases of-growth. Mahy upper-
level institutions, particularly those that began in the late 1560's,

wholeheartedly embraced at the ;#&set the notion of innovation as

I
their guiding spirit in both curricular and organizaticnal matters.

In the initial stages, it was not uncommeon to find considerable
F
_ v ‘
- - -utilization of self-paced courses, individualized:instruction,

educational technology, pass-fail grading systems, and credif for

K]

-y

"life experience”, While such innovative techniques can and do

-

#hawe educatiocnal merit, there were frequently some negative by- ,
‘ * . .

products that accompanied this experimental{spirit. ng example,

~

’

some upper-level institutions found themselves with.unﬁsuélly ﬁigh
levels ‘of incompletes, haphazard enforcement of admissions require-

ments, inconsistent.grading standards, questionable procedures for

-

the awarding of crq@it, and serious problems with suspgpSion and

® probation. One institution became commonly known as "Give-Away U".
“

In the realm ¢f academic organization, many upper-level institu-

ﬁions began with non-traditional inter-~departmental or even non-
deparﬁmental étructures, which were accompanied by profbund
- decentralization of -the academic d%;ision—making process.’ P;ograﬁs
and courses were given unorthodox titles, degree requirgments were °

stated in vague terms, and thete was a tremendous amount of ambiguity

AW -

an@&§15continuity in the curriculum. At one institution, each

college independéntly published its own gquite different cataiogue{

and there was no unified approach to courses and degrees.

e
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With the pasgage of time, many curricular and organizational

changes have slowly'become evident. In recent years, one has be-

q
A \

‘gun' to notice a return to traditional forms of instruction, with

leés dépendenae upon educational technology,‘stricter enforcement
of academic étandard;, and greater attention by the institution

\ - TN .
to clear'articulation of course objectives and degree requirements.
Faculties wh}ch were\origipally organized quite informally have in
recent years.begun to develop departmental or quasi—departmenﬁgl
structures, parﬁlcularly as 1§;ues of promotlon and tenure become ¥
important on a partlcular campus. In short,,one obségves an ini-
tial phase in which an institution was most willjing to experiment
and innovaté foilbwed by a morg recent pgriod irm which a return
to more tradiéionalLforms of instruction and orgéhization have
emarged. . o .’ ax

A similar oattern can be observed in the pre51denc1es of

b

ugper—level insﬁx%utlons. Many upper—level institutions began

with presidents who' functioned primarily as visionaries of an

academic mission, articulators of an educational idea, and inter-
preters to the public of the unigue educatlonal opportunities

afforded by thelr new institution. However, many of these,

t

foundlng Dt&Sldents -encountered difficulty in 1mplement1ng their

W, o~ 5

educatlonal phllosopﬁy~aan11551on for their 1nst1tutlon, either

#

because their visions were greater than the available resources,

‘enrollments didn't materialize, or internal problems developed.
. . . e o )

'Nevertheless, these presidents played a critical role in develog@ng

L

» : » ‘ ' '
institutional character and establishing priorities and directions

- . ( '\ ' . "vr-f
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for academic programs, Many of these initial presidents have in

‘time (usually five to eight years) bden fq}lowed by second presi-

dents who in contrast,perceive their .role as consolidatprs, as
L , )

program implementers, and as individuals who must translate an
originally noble idea into a workable academic program structure

for an institution bf‘higher education in the late 1970's.. From

* this author's perspective, the two types of presidents are appro-
\

‘priate, given the phase of growth and maturity of the institution.
v | ‘
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Finally, it is worthwhile td ofﬁer g few observations about

the current self-perception of uppe;~levei institutions. It is

s t «

this author's feeling that upper-level institutions today are .

s
¥ >

troubled by their "un-university-like" status, and are striving

to resemble other universities in faorm and substance. The resi-

-

" dential aspirations to which we alluded earlier is one manifesta-

L]

tion of this desire. 1In addition,'in the state of Florida, several
N . . '

rupper-level‘institutions are cﬁrrently involved in an effort to

add the lowe;‘division to their institutions sa that they méyfhave
fuller céntrol over the baccalaureate education of their students.
Thié, of course, represents the boldest challenge to the essential
concept/ppbn,wpich the upper-level institutions were origiﬁally
founded. Aléhbugh.thesé Q;pposed lower division programs are _

. ' )
couched in such terms as -"special purpose”, "limited enrollment”,

and "narrow focus", some observers speculate’ that this represents

-®
§

the opening of the wedge into full four-year status for thelgbper—_
¥ L4
level institutions in Florida. At the otheﬂ end of the program-

matic ‘spectrum, and on a much more limited scale, there are some . .
P .

” »
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upper-level institutions that currently offer only Bachelors
FY .

- -

degrees and wish to begin to offer Masters degrees, and there
a:e-others ﬁhatcu:rently offer'Masters dggrees‘and'wouldﬂlikeh

to initiate limited doctoral offerinés. Whether it be expan- J{
sion at the lower level or at the graduate level, howevef, the
pattern seems to be quite similar: the upper-Ievel.inétitqtion
seeks througﬁ expansion of progrémmatic offerings to address the
problem of enrollment ?horﬁ;;}ls and at the same timegmake their -
‘“é? © “'Institutions méraiwuﬁiverséﬁgﬁ%ikédi.'T%ﬁﬁ# ccess of such efforts
5 ‘ . , , .

and the reéulting impact ‘en the upper~level movement remain to

be seen. .
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